

  

    

      

    

  




  Iron Resolve




  [image: SFZ Logo]




  Strike Force Zulu




  Book 5




  Laura Acton




  Copyright © 2025 by Laura Acton




  All rights reserved. This book or parts thereof may not be reproduced in any form, stored in any retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.




  ISBN: 978-1-951713-58-4 (ebook)
 ISBN: 978-1-951713-60-7 (hardcover)
 ISBN: 978-1-951713-59-1 (paperback)




  Iron Resolve is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, locales, or organizations is entirely coincidental.




  [image: Three Fates Publishing Logo]
Three Fates Publishing




  Acknowledgments




  





  Kate, Martha, Lisa, Angela, and Tiffany,
 Thank you for your time, your eyes, and your honest thoughts on this story. Your careful proofing and invaluable feedback helped shape this novel into something far stronger than it would have been without you. I’m grateful for your insight, encouragement, and willingness to walk through the pages with me.




  






  [image: SFZ Logo]




  
Chapter 1
Hail Mary




  June 25 – Near Hércules, Mexico – Abandoned Iron Mine




  Maxwell Stirling yelled, “Holy shit!” as he ran like hell away from the up-armored 4x4 truck. Ten days into Zulu’s first mission, after spending three months in a training evolution, things had gone to shit, and they had no backup.




  As the RPG made mincemeat of their last remaining means of transportation, Max dove over the stone half-wall of an old cemetery, his flight assisted by the blast wave. Landing hard, he scurried behind a massive headstone, seeking cover. When debris came raining down on him, he curled into a protective ball, pissed off their only way out of this hellhole had been obliterated.




  Dilapidated Building




  “Six, status!” Master Chief Jake Marshall shouted as flames rolled out of the destroyed vehicle. “Zulu Six, do you copy?”




  Heavy gunfire erupted again as the hostiles renewed their assault. Pinned down, outgunned, outnumbered, low on ammo, no ISR or drone overhead, comms with TOC down, no quick response force available to save their asses, and forty miles from the planned exfil location, Zulu team was in a world of hurt.




  Ten minutes ago, Jake hesitantly agreed to Stirling’s suggestion to dash to the only truck to survive the initial onslaught. A decision he may well regret if it got the kid killed.




  The team laid down cover fire as a diversion while their rookie made the Hail Mary move. Surprisingly, Max made it and started towards them, but the enemy brought an RPG into play, and now their options for exfil and survival were limited.




  Jake peeked out the side of a window, hoping to glimpse Max. Though unsure, he hoped the kid received Dave’s warning about the RPG in time to exit before it exploded. Having received no response to his previous calls, Jake’s voice rose with dread that their fearless rookie had died, as he demanded, “Six, respond!”




  “Come on, Kid, answer Boss,” Finn McBride muttered from his position at the second-story window, searching for any sign of life. Finn hated the young buck’s idea, but no one came up with a better one. Max, the fastest runner, possessed the speed of a proverbial bullet, but the RPG brought forth memories of the mission in the DRC, where one separated Max from them. At least this time, the kid wasn’t saddled with the likes of RaRa.




  “I see movement,” Zulu’s 2IC reported. Dave Katz adjusted his scope as he lay flat on the tile roof. “In the cemetery. He’s alive, but he is now cut off from us.”




  “Damn!” Jake hammered the plaster wall with his fist, causing dust from the defunct house to billow around him.




  “Any visible injuries?” Grant Beckett, team medic, asked as he fleetingly met Zach Connor’s steely gaze across the room. Both upset about their situation with Six now cut off from them. The odds of Max surviving dropped considerably, given the number of hostiles they faced.




  After taking a moment to scan again, Dave replied, “Unable to tell. He’s hunkered down on hallowed ground. The explosion might’ve covered his escape. I don’t think Herrera’s men can see him from their position. They probably think he’s dead.”




  Dave sent up a silent prayer that would remain the case. The thought of Max being taken hostage turned his stomach. Salazar’s men would torture the kid just for the fun of it because they had been making significant inroads into locating the elusive leader of the brutal cartel that was a major player in not only drugs but also human trafficking and arms dealing.




  Graveyard




  His chest heaving from an adrenaline surge, Max attempted to slow his racing heart and heavy breathing. He shifted in his hiding place as the last pieces of the metal hail fell around him. Softly, he muttered, “That was too close for comfort. Damned glad Dave gave me a heads-up … again. What am I gonna do now?”




  Glancing around the abandoned mining town’s burial ground, Max noted he would be located in short order if he couldn’t figure out someplace better to hide. His eyes stopped on a stone grave marker for Hector del Pozo. He mentally translated the engraving below the name. I made some good decisions and some bad ones, but I really went in the hole with this one.




  Max’s face morphed into a wry smile as he chuckled. “I’m right there with you, Hector. But at least I’m not in the hole yet. And if I can help it, I’ll avoid it for many a year.”




  He keyed his headset, hoping Zulu would hear him, although he only heard static. Cognizant Jake would’ve demanded status from him by now, Max attempted to communicate. “Zulu One, Zulu Six here. I’m still in possession of all my parts. Not receiving, but hope I’m transmitting and you have good copy. I’m gonna find a way back to you if possible.”




  Moving to his knees, Max felt pain in his right hip. His eyes darted down and found a thin metal shard poking out of his pants. “Well, shit.” He prodded the area and didn’t think the metal penetrated too deeply. He yanked it out and pressed a gloved hand to his hip to staunch the bleeding.




  Dilapidated Building




  “We can’t leave him hanging out there alone,” Finn huffed, wiping the dripping sweat from his forehead. Wearing full tactical gear in triple-digit weather was a bitch.




  “Three, if we go out there, our asses are toast before we get even halfway to him,” Dave spoke the hard truth. As much as he wanted to rescue Stirling, an attempt would be fruitless, and they would all end up dead.




  “Zulu Six, do you copy?” Jake paced, hating having no options. “Zulu One to TOC,” he tried again. If he could reach Lockwood and get support from the Infantería de Marina waiting at exfil, there might be a chance of getting out of this. In the back of his mind, the faces of Jamie, Eve, and Tommy played on a loop … he must find a way, or his kids would be fatherless.




  Jake blew out a breath. “I need options. Any bright ideas?” Silence met his request, further hollowing Jake’s heart.




  “I say we go out in a hail of glory and take out as many of those sons of bitches as we can on our way out,” Finn stated.




  Zulu Five, the team’s K9 handler, shook his head at Zulu Three as he petted Rocky to keep the dog from running after Max. Rocky bonded with Max quickly and seemed to have a sixth sense when the team’s rookie was in trouble. This situation certainly fit the bill, so Zach said, “There’s gotta be a way to get to him. Something we haven’t thought of yet. Some—”




  “What the hell?” Dave said, abruptly cutting off Zach. He couldn’t believe his eyes as he spotted Max’s progress. “One, Six is moving.”




  Graveyard




  Four heavy-duty trucks stopped just outside the cemetery, and men piled out, preparing to assault his team’s position. Needing to save his brothers, Max desperately sought a solution. As a black SUV halted over a huge pothole, a risky idea popped into Max’s head, along with several other thoughts.




  Cali’s right. My death is an eventuality, but at least I can protect my team and give them a fighting chance. Jake’s and Dave’s kids need their fathers, but no one needs me.




  When Juan Herrera, their High-Value Target, exited the last vehicle, gloating over killing the dimwitted soldier who tried to drive to the house, Max took offense at being called stupid. His plan to retrieve the one truck that survived the initial onslaught had been the only option if they wanted to leave here alive. It would’ve worked if Herrera hadn’t possessed a damned RPG.




  But on a positive note, they believed him dead. Therefore, they wouldn’t be expecting a rear assault. As the HVT began ordering the men to move forward to take out the rest of the soldiers who dared to attempt to apprehend him, Max ignored the twinge in his hip, kept low behind headstones, and maneuvered himself toward the rear of the Ford Expedition.




  Reaching the hedge near the end of the wall close to his desired location, Max checked his last mag. He was almost out, so every shot must count. Dropping to his belly, Max slithered under the Expedition and crawled forward, positioning himself in the significant dip in the road that would afford him some protection.




  He almost laughed as Hector’s headstone came to mind. I really went in the hole with this one. Hope this is a good decision.




  Sighting the hostiles, Max planned his order, leaving Herrera for last, hoping Zulu would grab him so Farris could obtain the intel they needed to bring down Salazar’s organization.




  Max figured he could take out half a dozen before they zeroed in on his position and maybe a few more before a hailstorm of bullets came his way. That would draw their attention from the building, allowing his teammates to handle the remainder.




  He drew a deep breath, then caressed the trigger between heartbeats. Herrera’s henchmen started dropping like flies as Max targeted one after another, shooting fast and accurately. The men appeared confused when their cohorts crumpled to the ground like puppets with their strings cut.




  Max dispatched several men with precise headshots before they figured out the threat came from behind them. As predicted, bullets riddled his location. Max dropped his head, hoping his borrowed helmet and the depression would protect him. He couldn’t retreat to better cover, or he’d end up so full of holes that he would become a human sieve.




  Hot liquid poured onto his helmet and splashed his back and shoulders as multiple rounds hit the radiator. Though it burned, he didn’t think his skin would blister. When the gunfire reduced in intensity and stopped, Max remained still, wondering if it was a ploy to make him lift himself and give them a target.




  Not in this lifetime. I might be headstrong, but I’m not foolish and don’t have a death wish, ran through Max’s mind.




  Crunching gravel alerted Max to men approaching. He swallowed hard, not relishing the idea of becoming a hostage, but at least his brothers now had half a chance to exfil.




  As his team kept watch, Jake took a knee in front of the bullet-riddled SUV that Max had crawled under. With his heart in his throat, he feared the worst when the kid didn’t move. Though believing no one could survive the hellacious firestorm unleashed in his direction, Jake said, “Six, it’s me, One.”




  At the sound of Marshall’s voice so close, Max almost thought he was hallucinating. Raising his head, Max’s gaze met Jake’s and detected relief.




  “You get the rest of them?” Max inquired, as Jake asked, “Are you hurt?”




  Jake answered, “Yes,” and Max replied, “No harm.”




  Max wiggled out from underneath and spotted Zach putting a black hood over Herrera’s head as Rocky kept the HVT immobile and Finn secured Salazar’s top lieutenant’s hands behind his back.




  “Damned gutsy move,” Dave said as he eyed the kid.




  “What the hell possessed you to do something so half-cocked? You could’ve been killed. Surprised you’re not littered with holes,” Jake barked, relieved yet also pissed off and astonished by Max’s selfless and heroic action to aid them.




  Pulling himself up, holding onto the bumper, then putting most of his weight on his left leg, his right hip aching something fierce, Max met Jake’s angry eyes head-on. “Hector gave me the idea. Any of you would’ve done the same.”




  “Who the hell is Hector?” Finn snapped.




  “A guy in the graveyard.” Max unlatched the chin strap to remove his helmet, then wiped the sweat and dust from his forehead with his damp sleeve, turning it into a muddy streak.




  Grant stepped forward, visually assessing the kid. He didn’t miss the blood on Max’s pants and the way he held himself on one leg, but his main worry was a concussion. “Max, there isn’t anyone else in the cemetery … at least alive.”




  “Teflon Boy is seeing ghosts in a haunted boneyard,” Finn quipped, surprised Max lived after his hair-brained stunt.




  Max chuckled. “Not quite.” He told them about the words on the headstone as he settled the tactical helmet back in place. “Can we get out of here now?”




  They all agreed, and after a quick inspection of the available vehicles, Zach hopped into the driver’s seat of an older model Silverado and turned the ignition. “This one isn’t shot to hell. Should get us outta here.” He then whistled for Rocky to join him.




  Max took a step and winced. Grant was at his side in seconds flat. “No harm, my ass! What’s wrong with your leg?”




  “Only a little piece of shrapnel. Nothing big,” Max responded.




  “I’ll be the judge of that. Put him in the bed, and I’ll check him out as we drive,” Grant instructed.




  Max attempted to move independently, but in an instant, Jake and Finn stepped on either side of him, grabbed his arms, swung them over their shoulders, and lifted his weight off the ground. “Christ, I can walk, put me down!” Max demanded.




  “Humor me, Kid,” Jake replied, moving to the old, battered Chevrolet.




  Unfortunately, no one on Zulu spotted the man hiding in a house nearby, who observed the scene and took photos. Having captured a valuable image, Martín Celador slunk back into the shadowy recesses.




  He wished the goggles, beards, and helmets hadn’t obscured the faces of the other five SEALs, but at least he got a clear image of the one who foiled Salazar’s plan to wipe out the team sent to Mexico in response to the border patrol officer murders. Salazar would reward him well for his efforts. However, his boss wouldn’t be pleased with Herrera’s colossal failure and would deal with Herrera harshly.




  When the truck the SEALs piled into was far enough out of town, Celador dialed his encrypted satellite phone and spoke rapid-fire Spanish, providing a detailed account of what transpired, and arranging to be picked up.
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Chapter 2
Hoofing It




  En Route to Exfil




  Grant deftly cut a slit in Max’s pants, examined the wound, and grinned at Jake. “Yeah, it’s fairly minor. Teflon Boy is an apt nickname. Just need to clean and bandage it for now. I’ll stitch it once we’re not bouncing all over hell and creation and aren’t eating a shit-ton of dust.”




  Jake peered at Max. “One helluva move. Saved our asses.” He handed a water bottle to him. “We owe you a case of beer.”




  “Thinking this one warrants a bottle of top-shelf Tequila,” Max cockily responded. Every jarring bump made lying on his left side uncomfortable, but Max didn’t complain and accepted the water. Although the extreme heat combined with his gear caused him to sweat profusely, and he needed to rehydrate, Max decided to wait until he was allowed to sit up before drinking.




  “Whatever you want, Young Stallion. I’m buying the first round,” Finn said as he stood in the bed, peering over the cab, his gun ready should they encounter more of Herrera’s or Salazar’s men on what barely passed as a road in the middle of nowhere. With comms not working, they had no backup, and their exfil was forty miles from the abandoned mine, so he remained alert.




  Once Grant finished applying a dressing, Max repositioned himself with his back against the truck’s side. His parched throat welcomed the warm liquid as he drank faster than he should.




  They rode in silence for some time before Jake swiped at the rivulet of perspiration threatening to drip into his eyes. Though the oven-hot breeze from riding in the back of the Silverado helped a bit, he was broiling under the unrelenting sun. Hoping they would reach exfil soon, he leaned forward to shout to Zach, “How far out are we?”




  “About twenty-five miles,” Zach hollered back, but his eyes landed on the gas gauge. “Fuck, we’re not gonna make it. The tank’s empty. It read half full before we left.” Prophetically, the engine died, and they soon rolled to a stop.




  Dave hopped out of the back seat, pulling their HVT with him, pushed Herrera to his knees, told him to stay, then examined the vehicle’s side. “Found a couple of holes… a few rounds must’ve hit the tank. Guess we’re hoofing it the rest of the way.”




  Max didn’t look forward to hiking. His hip hurt, and he was sweltering, but he would suck it up like the entire team. They were all dealing with the searing heat. He scooted to the edge after Grant lowered the tailgate and dangled his legs over it as Rocky jumped up beside him and lay in the shade his body created.




  As he scratched behind Rocketeer’s ears, he realized the dog was likely hotter than they were, since the Malinois was covered in fur. Max glanced at the canine’s paws and found them bare. He wasn’t wearing his Ruffwear Grip Trex boots.




  Zach shrugged off his ruck and plopped it on the tailgate’s edge. He withdrew a bowl and passed it to Max. “Would you pour Rocky a drink while I grab his booties?” He rummaged in the pack, grumbling as he came up empty. “Dammit!”




  “What’s wrong?” Grant asked.




  “Can’t find his boots. Should’ve put them on before we left, but he doesn’t like them and I didn’t think it would be necessary.”




  Max poured the remainder of his water bottle into the dish for Rocky, and his four-legged teammate eagerly lapped it up. “The terrain will tear up his pads.”




  “Tell me something I don’t know,” Zach retorted with an edge, pissed at himself and worried about Rocky trekking twenty-five miles through a sizzling desert without protective footwear.




  Max recognized Zach was upset over the situation and not mad at him, so he suggested, “I’m sure Grant’s got extra gauze rolls, and I’ve got duct tape. We could wrap his paws. It would provide him at least some protection.”




  Zach paused while looking through his bag for a third time, certain he had packed them, to stare at Max. “Good idea.”




  “I’m full of them today,” Max quipped and grinned.




  It took ten minutes to jerry-rig the booties. Rocky peered at them with a tilted head and brown eyes, conveying he wasn’t happy with the result. The guys suppressed laughs as Rocky took his first steps. Unaccustomed to the tactile sensation of the improvised covers, they were awkward, lacking his usual finesse.




  Now prepared for their hike, Jake said, “Six and Three, you’re on point.” He eyed Finn, sending an unspoken message to stick close to the kid. He received McBride’s slight nod, acknowledging the order before Jake added, “Four, you and I got the HVT. Two and Five, cover our six. Let’s move.”




  “Too bad we can’t round up a few horses,” Finn said, then jumped out of the truck bed. He watched as Max eased himself to his feet and took a tentative step. “Hércules’ Hero ain’t gonna like hoofing it with that sore hip.”




  “Riding wouldn’t be any fun for him either … and he would be saddle-sore to boot,” Grant said, hoping they didn’t find any horses. He’d vowed never to ride another four-legged demon after falling and breaking his arm his first and only time on horseback. Luckily, no one on the team, save Max, knew anything about his spectacular folly when he tried to impress a woman.




  “I’m good.” Max evened his gait as he strode past Dave to take point. Pushing down the pain, refusing to be the weakest link again, Max rationalized he wasn’t breaking rules one or six. He told Jake about his minor injury, and Grant treated it. He was fine to hike, though it would suck.




  As they set out, Herrera demanded, “Unmask me. I can’t breathe under this hood.”




  “I’d rather you didn’t breathe at all,” Finn muttered as he passed the HVT.




  “Why are American soldiers dressed as Marinas?” Herrera asked, not letting on he knew they were SEALs, as he stumbled when one of them gripped his arm and pulled him forward.




  Grant held onto Herrera but ignored him. They needed to keep him in the dark, although traipsing through the desert with him like this would be no fun for any of them.




  “I need air,” Herrera complained.




  Jake halted Grant and pulled out the scissors from the front of his vest. “Hold him still.” He snipped a hole near the mouth.




  “I can’t see. Take this off now,” Herrera whined.




  “Shut up, or I’ll be happy to hogtie your sorry ass and drag you through the fucking desert,” Finn threatened.




  Jake grinned when Herrera became quiet. He started moving again, falling in behind Finn. Grant followed with their target, while Zach, Rocky, and Dave brought up the rear.




  Mexico City – Infantería de Marina Compound – TOC




  Lieutenant Commander Bryan Lockwood paced as Colonel Moreno’s techs tried to determine the cause of the communication failure and restore the connection with Zulu. He halted when Lieutenant Nicole Farris, their DEVGRU Intel Officer, entered the room. He read disquiet in her expression briefly before her poker face slid into place.




  “What’s the word on repositioning one of our satellites?” Bryan quietly asked as she stopped next to him.




  Nicole shook her head and whispered, “No go.”




  She peered at the host nation’s techs sitting at a table and wished she could’ve brought Owen Lester. The whiz kid would’ve solved the issue already. Regrettably, none of their usual support staff traveled with them to Mexico City.




  Although Sierra was on standby in Virginia, should the need arise, due to the sensitive political nature of this op, only she, the men of Zulu, Lockwood, and Draper had been authorized for this mission. All other resources would come from Colonel Franco Moreno, who led a small contingent of Mexican Special Forces.




  And since they were guests in this country, they didn’t call the shots, which put them in a bind. None of them, Marshall least of all, liked the infil and exfil plans for snatching Herrera. If it were up to her and Lockwood, Zulu would’ve gone at night, not during broad daylight. Nor would the team’s extraction location be miles from where they would snatch Herrera.




  Nicole didn’t believe Colonel Moreno to be incompetent, but he certainly didn’t operate at the level of Zulu and refused to alter his plan. However, she recognized that a lack of resources played a part in Moreno not capitulating. The colonel did his best to accommodate Zulu’s needs while walking a fine line to keep this mutually beneficial joint operation under wraps.




  The fewer people aware of their presence and target, the more likely they would succeed. Maintaining security was one of the biggest obstacles to bringing down Salazar. Unfortunately, the cartel had infiltrated the Mexican military and law enforcement agencies. So, limiting the use of resources outside the men Moreno had already vetted was imperative.




  Nicole sat in one of the folding chairs and stared at the board containing the Salazar leadership network they were still building. They had a few photos and names, but many more blank spaces and unknowns. Herrera’s name had come from one of the recon missions the guys did five days ago. It took her three days to uncover his suspected whereabouts and another day to greenlight the capture mission.




  If Zulu brought Herrera in, she would pump him for valuable data. Of all of Salazar’s known lieutenants, she believed he would be the one to crack and turn on his boss to save his butt.




  Her eyes flicked to another board. The reason they’d been sent to track down a Mexican cartel leader. The smiling faces of two U.S. Border Patrol Officers and their families stared back at her.




  Salazar’s cartel murdered them for not agreeing to turn a blind eye to drug shipments entering the U.S. Recalling the video of their deaths turned Nicole’s stomach. Victor Villacres, Salazar’s sadistic executioner, also referred to as El Diablo, tortured the officers in front of their families before hanging everyone.




  She wanted justice for the Halley and Wilcox families. And that would only happen if they located Salazar and dismantled his organization, which had expanded from drugs to trafficking and, at last report, now had ties to arms dealers.




  The comms crackling to life pulled her from her musings. She stood and moved closer as Lockwood replied, “TOC, reading you Lima Charlie. Go ahead, Zulu One.”




  Jake’s voice reported, “Jackpot. But we’ve got a situation. No transportation. We’re about thirty-two klicks from our LZ. Any possibility of them coming to us?”




  Lockwood and Farris shared a look. The team was twenty miles from where the helicopters and a few of Moreno’s men waited for them. They both wondered what had happened to their trucks.




  This wasn’t his call to make, so Bryan answered, “I’ll see what I can do from here.”




  “Copy. We plan to continue along the road … there’s no shade, and it makes more sense to keep going.”




  “Agreed,” Bryan replied.




  Nicole said, “I’ll go locate Moreno. Hopefully, he can arrange for the helos to pick them up.”




  Hiking to Exfil




  Jake signed off, glad he had tried to raise TOC over comms again. He took a sip of his water and continued trudging along the road, hoping Moreno would come through for them.




  At the rear, Zach halted to give Rocky some water. That’s when he noticed the makeshift booties had come apart. The ground had to be blistering hot for Rocky’s paws, so he knelt and commanded the canine to jump onto his shoulder. Once the dog was situated, Zach rose and continued, essentially wearing a fur coat.




  Up front, Max worked hard to ignore his pain and not limp, but he was doing a poor job. His hand moved to his hip, pressed a few times, and came away sticky. He was bleeding again, but didn’t think it was worth calling attention to. It wasn’t like they could do anything more right now anyway.
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Chapter 3
Calling an Audible




  Hiking to Exfil




  After several more miles of Herrera’s constant whining about the heat, Jake relented. He allowed the hood to be removed, realizing Farris wouldn’t be able to question the HVT if he died of heatstroke. Jake didn’t want that outcome after Max’s heroic efforts turned mission failure into a success.




  The unrelenting sun spared no one, and the guys all hoped for a response from Lockwood. But the comms had gone silent again, and the only sounds they heard were their footfalls and Herrera’s demands to stop and rest. But stopping wasn’t an option because the scrub brush around them offered no shade or relief from the blistering heat.




  Grant glanced backwards as Jake switched with him to guard Herrera. He watched as Zach nearly stumbled and cursed under his breath. Halting as Zulu Five reached him, Grant said. “Let me take Rocky for a bit.”




  Zach shook his head. “I got him. I screwed up and didn’t pack his boots, so it’s up to me to carry him.”




  Looking behind him, Herrera gaped at the dog on the soldier’s shoulders. “You carry the dog. Why?”




  Zach replied, “The ground’s too hot for his paws.”




  “Stupid, he’s only an animal.” Herrera couldn’t believe the man would take on the added burden of a mere dog.




  Zach bristled at the comment, as did everyone, but Finn, as usual, was the one to remark, “How about I remove your shoes and see how long you last before your feet are blistered and raw.”




  Herrera backed away from the angry, red-bearded man, half-believing he would follow through.




  Jake called for a short water break and tried the comms again to no avail. He had a decision to make. They could continue down the road or take a more direct and shorter path to exfil. But it would mean going up and down a couple of ravines. Neither option was optimal, but he recognized signs of dehydration in everyone, and they were running low on water.




  He eyed his men as they each took a sip or two of water, knowing to conserve what they had. With disgust, he uncapped his bottle and held it for Herrera to drink. The overweight, out-of-shape Herrera was sweating profusely, but at least he wasn’t sunburned like Jake’s fairer-skinned teammates. Jake noted both Finn and Max had pink noses. At least their beards and clothing offered some protection from the sun’s rays.




  “Calling an audible,” Jake stated as he recapped his bottle, garnering his unit’s attention. He shoved the bottle in his pocket and pulled out a map of the area as they gathered around. Pointing at their location, he said, “If we take this route, we can cut off about six miles.”




  Dave eyed the route. “It’s a rougher path, but I agree.” Then, taking his role as 2IC seriously, he added, “And I say we rotate every ten or fifteen minutes carrying Rocky.”




  Zach started to protest as he had when Grant offered to take Rocky, but Finn cut him off, “Dog Boy, he’s our teammate too. We’re only as strong as our weakest link, and if you think we’re letting you be the only one to wear a Rocky coat in this heat then yer a numpty. So haud yer wheesht!”




  Grant and Jake also chimed in on the subject, ending Zach’s objections that it was his sole responsibility to bear for forgetting Rocky’s shoes. Despite hurting and generally feeling like crap, Max couldn’t hide his grin. It was a weird kind of nice not to be the one being singled out for mother-henning.




  As they prepared to move again, on the off-chance TOC was receiving them, Jake communicated their course change. Grant knelt, and Rocky hopped onto his shoulder, happy to get his paws off the scorching dirt.




  Zach helped Rocky stay in place as Grant rose. “You got him?”




  “Yep.” After a few minutes of walking, Grant couldn’t believe how much hotter it was to have the dog on his back. Though he didn’t mind carrying Rocky, he wished he’d relieved Zach sooner.




  Their pace slowed as Herrera complained every step of the way, and after Dave, Jake, and Finn had given Rocky a piggyback ride, Max moved to take his turn.




  When Max knelt, he winced, but held in the groan. However, it didn’t go unnoticed by either Grant or Zach.




  “My turn again,” Zach said.




  “No. It’s mine,” Max retorted, unwilling to not pull his weight.




  Grant eyed both, undecided which of his mates was in worse shape. He could tell Max’s wound hurt and had bled more, but Zach still looked wiped out. If he had to guess, Zach had been giving most of his water to Rocky, which would’ve increased his level of dehydration. As team medic, he said, “You both look like shit. I’ve got Rocky. No arguments.”




  Max and Zach stared at one another. Grant’s word was law when it came to medical stuff, and even Jake would obey him. They both huffed but nodded and assisted Rocky onto Grant’s back again. Zach assumed custody of Herrera while Max moved forward to take point from Finn, while Jake dropped to the rear with Dave to keep an eye on all his men.




  While hiking up the next knoll, Jake’s head throbbed with each step, and he suspected the others were experiencing a headache, too, based on them rubbing their temples occasionally. But each one trudged on, wanting to complete this horrible mission and leave this hellish, harsh, unrelenting habitat before any of them fell victim to hyperthermia.




  They had reached the top and started down the other side when Grant grunted and fell. Rocky leapt off, but yelped when he landed and tumbled along with Grant for several yards.




  Converging on Grant, Jake took a knee and asked, “Where are you hurt?” as Grant grabbed the back of his thigh and grimaced.




  Through clenched teeth, Grant said, “Cramp.”




  Zach checked on Rocky and noted his front paw had been sliced open on something … likely a sharp rock. He shucked his pack and pulled out his first aid kit.




  Max noted Jake and Dave taking care of Grant, and Finn had taken over guarding the HVT, so when he spotted blood dripping from Rocky’s paw, he asked, “Need any help with Rocky?”




  “Yeah, can you hold his paw while I clean and bandage it?” Zach said, then glanced towards Grant to ensure he was okay.




  “Drink it,” Jake ordered as he pushed the water bottle with the last package of electrolytes mixed into it towards his medic.




  Grant glared at Jake. “Someone else might need it more?”




  “You’re the one cramping,” Dave quipped.




  Reluctantly, Grant took the bottle and drank. As his muscle spasms began to ease a little, he asked, “Is Rocky alright?”




  “Yeah. A small cut. How about you?” Zach replied.




  Grant only grunted. It sucked being the first one to exhibit symptoms of heat fatigue, especially since he figured it would be Max or Zach given their state. But, hell, they were the young pups of the team, so sure it had to be one of the older guys … just didn’t think it would be him.




  During the short break, Jake tried to raise TOC again, but as before, received no reply. When they resumed the hike, Zach carried Rocky, Max and Finn returned to point, Dave assumed guard duty on Herrera and was tasked with keeping an eye on Grant, leaving Jake to cover their rear.




  Several miles later, refusing to show his fatigue and actively ignoring his painful hip, Max crested the hill. He blinked, trying to clear the hallucination presented to him. He laughed as the brown horse remained. “Hey, Hanna Montana, think we might be able to round him up?” Max called over his shoulder to Finn.




  Unsure what Max meant, and wondering why he called him Hanna Montana, Finn joined Max at the top, and it became clear. “Well, boy howdy, ain’t he a be-a-u-tee-ful sight.”




  “Here. Cover me,” Finn said as he slipped off his assault rifle and handed it to Max. He moved forward slowly as he whispered to the horse.




  The rest of Zulu finished slogging up the hillside and halted, watching in awe as Finn sweet-talked a stallion, attempting to gain its trust.




  Jake shook his head. “The damned thing is wild. We can’t ride it. Three, quit horsing around.”




  “Now hold your horses … give me a moment. I’ll have you know I got a way with skittish cuddies,” Finn shot back.




  “Careful, they’re not like the women at Glitter Girls, you’re gonna get kicked in the head,” Dave snickered.




  “And they sure don’t respond to dollars tucked into their G-strings,” Zach added as he let Rocky down while they rested.




  “You fail to grasp the obvious. We’re outta here faster if I can catch and ride him to exfil to send the bird back for you,” Finn replied, concentrating on moving closer.




  Max scanned the horizon for hostiles as Finn continued his hijinks. The others hassled their Scottish Cowboy, and they all took a short break near the only tree they’d run across.




  Zach took several steps, intending to move deeper into the shadow of the mesquite, but lost his balance as a wave of dizziness hit him. Staggering a few paces as his vision blurred and heart rate increased, his world folded inward, and he collapsed.




  Detecting movement in his periphery, Jake lunged to the side, endeavoring to catch Zach as he went down. He managed to slow Zach’s descent and prevent his head from smacking the ground.




  Grant rushed to help, followed by Max.




  Dave shouted, “Forget the damned horse, Five is down,” while maintaining watch on the HVT, who had mercifully quit bitching and sat on a rock in the shade.




  Finn whipped around and rushed towards his team, who knelt beside Zach and began ripping off his gear.




  “I shouldn’t have finished the water. He needed it more,” Grant groused as he assisted Jake in removing the tactical vest while Max lifted and cradled his teammate’s head on his thighs.




  After taking off Zach’s helmet, Max said, “He’s not sweating. His hair is dry. Shouldn’t it be dripping buckets?”




  “Yeah,” Grant absently answered, touching the hot, dry, red skin. The heat radiating off Zach was significant. He pulled out his thermometer and stuck it in Zach’s ear. Though not standard equipment, Grant always carried extra gear in his kit, given the propensity of their rookie ending up hurt or ill. “Hyperthermia … more than heat exhaustion … one-o-four point six. We’re looking at possible full-blown heatstroke. I gotta cool him down fast.”




  He dug in his med-pack, tossed cold packs to Max, Jake, and Finn, and then started unbuckling Zach’s belt. “Hold one on the back of his neck. Put the others in his armpits.” Unzipping Zach’s pants, Grant never hesitated as he yanked them down to his buddy’s knees, activated two of the packs, and placed them on Zach’s groin.




  After lifting Zach’s shirt and shoving one in his pit, Jake peered at Grant. “How long?”




  “You mean before organ failure or seizure?” Grant went back to his supplies searching for anything to use to cool his best friend, wishing like hell he had saline, but his rucksack had taken several bullets, and the bags had been pierced while they took cover in the house back in Hércules. “Don’t know.”




  “We need to fan him.” Max put Zach’s head on his lap again to hold the cold pack in place as he waved his hands in front of Zach’s face … ineffective, but all he could do.




  Finn stood after putting their last chill pack in Zach’s other armpit. He strode to the mesquite tree, broke off a branch, returned, and began fanning. But as he did so, his eyes scanned for the horse. It grazed only a little way from them. Fortunately, it hadn’t spooked and run off.




  None of Finn’s teammates realized that the horse was not wild. The stallion was shod and bore the marks of wearing a bit. The animal had a harsh owner, but Finn was sure it had been ridden. “Boss, I’m going after that horse. Five needs medical care we can’t give him here.” When Jake started to object, Finn added, “It’s been tamed, wearing horseshoes. I’ve ridden bareback before.”




  Jake nodded, rose, and put out his hand for the branch. “Okay, try. Don’t get yourself killed being thrown or trampled.”




  “Copy.” Finn hurried away to wrangle the steed. Zach’s life depended on him, and he would do everything possible to get him the help he needed. Finn approached the beast after fashioning a simple hackamore and reins from the rope in his pack.




  Using all his horse whispering skills, Finn murmured, “Okay, paw your hoof, but stay still, Brown Beauty. You and me … we’re gonna be friends.” Finn continued to croon and managed to put on his makeshift headgear. Gaining hold of its mane, he swung himself up and grinned when the stallion held still.




  “Okay, Beauty. I got a brother to save and need you to run like the wind.” His heels pressed the haunches, and the horse took off as Finn yelled, “Yeehaw,” and coaxed the godsend into a gallop.




  Jake laughed. “My God, he did it.”




  “We’re gonna owe him a case of beer.” Dave grinned.




  “He gets to the helo and brings help in time, I’ll buy him an entire pallet,” Grant added. He retook Zach’s temperature. It hadn’t decreased, but thankfully, it had not increased either.




  Rocky limp-hopped to Zach, whined, nuzzled his cheek, and licked it. Sad brown eyes peered up at Max, as if asking if his partner would be alright.




  Max scratched Rocky’s ears in silent support. His kneeling position put undue pressure on his wound, and he felt liquid dripping from it. He didn’t want to distract Grant from caring for Zach, so he shifted one hand to his hip and applied pressure. His gaze landed on the HVT, and he fought the desire to put a bullet in the guy’s head.




  His lips and throat parched, Max wished they had more water. As lightheadedness washed over him, he realized he, too, was in serious trouble. Max started to speak up to tell Grant, but blacking out, he keeled over before anyone noticed and could catch him.
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Chapter 4
Resourceful




  Delicias, Mexico – Hospital




  Waiting for the helicopter to pick them up and the flight to the closest decent medical facility had been fraught with tension as two of their team remained unresponsive. Grant, with the help of Jake and Dave, stripped both Max and Zach to their skivvies as soon as they were airborne, but their temperatures hadn’t dropped because he had no cooling measures to apply.




  When Grant discovered Max’s upper back was bright red and shiny with a few blisters, he ranted, shouldering the blame for the kid’s dehydrated state. Aware that first- and second-degree burns increased the metabolic rate, resulting in higher fluid loss through respiration and sweating, Grant wished he’d conducted a more thorough check of Max and stitched his wound before their hike. If he had, he could’ve taken steps to prevent this complication.




  Dave tried to ease Grant’s conscience by placing the fault on Max for not telling them about his burns. But Jake shut him down, explaining he recalled the wet ground under the shot-to-hell SUV and Max’s shirt being damp. However, he hadn’t put together the significance until he saw the blistered skin.




  They landed in the hospital’s parking lot and, like a horde of barbarians, at least to the surprised staff and waiting patients, Zulu stormed in carrying Rocky and their unconscious, nearly naked teammates as Jake loudly demanded care in English.




  Dave’s cooler head prevailed when the frightened nurse didn’t immediately comply. Fortunately, he’d taken a Spanish immersion course during their three-month training evolution and now spoke the language well enough to get by, so he said, “Jake, how about letting me do the talking?”




  Obtaining a nod from Jake, Dave explained the situation, using their quickly concocted cover story. He told her they were running a training exercise in the desert, and their teammates suffered from heat exhaustion when their vehicle broke down. He also fibbed when he said Max’s injury to his hip and his burns happened when he attempted to fix the disabled truck.




  Though she gave him dubious looks, surely questioning the story, especially since they spoke English like Americans but were wearing Infantería de Marina uniforms, within moments of Dave finishing his tale, orderlies with two gurneys appeared. Grant laid Zach on one while Jake placed Max on his side on the second. Finn still carried Rocky, but when the medical staff started into the treatment area, he followed Grant and Dave, ready to insist they treat Rocky’s paws.




  Jake stood for a moment when the doors closed and raked grimy hands through his sweaty hair. He didn’t like this state of affairs at all, but had no better options. Although he allowed the contingent of Moreno’s soldiers to take possession of Herrera and most of their tactical gear before they exited the helo, he, Dave, Grant, and Finn retained their sidearms.




  The pilots hadn’t been able to raise TOC, and their comms still weren’t working, so he hadn’t been able to inform Lockwood of their change in plans and current location. This was a shitshow from start to finish and Jake was not happy. He’d be putting his foot down and kicking up a storm to ensure several things changed before they went out again.




  Relying solely on Moreno for communications and intelligence would no longer work for him. As DEVGRU’s premier strike force, they had access to the latest and greatest technical gear and he’d be damned if he would risk the lives of his men again using whatever ancient gear Moreno scrounged up.




  Yes, he knew he was being unfair in that description, but Zach and Max were in serious condition due to the failure of Moreno’s equipment and shitty intel. With a heavy sigh, Jake scanned the waiting area, searching for a pay phone … unsure if they still existed here. When he couldn’t locate one, he approached the receptionist and requested to use the landline on her desk.




  She only stared at him, and he cursed under his breath, hating the language barrier. In the end, Jake resorted to pointing to the phone and made a motion of putting the handset to his ear. She understood and pushed it towards him.




  Jake took a calming breath before dialing a number that would eventually connect him with Lockwood. Uncertain whether the Salazar cartel had spies in the area or might be monitoring the line, he carefully devised the info he would provide to his LC.




  Hospital – Treatment Area




  Max felt cooler as his senses sluggishly came online. He heard a few people speaking Spanish, but was too groggy to translate the conversation. However, he recognized one of the voices belonged to Dave. His brother was with him, so he was safe.




  Waking a bit more, he found himself lying on his left side. Max shifted, endeavoring to sit up, but every muscle complained at the movement, his right hip, upper back, and shoulders most of all. He tried again, and a groan slipped out before he swallowed it.




  “Whoa! Stay put,” Dave said as he turned away from the nurse and rested a hand on Max’s bicep to keep him in place.




  Max peered up at his 2IC with concerned eyes. “Five?”




  Dave motioned behind Max. “He’s right over there.”




  Max twisted his head to peer in the direction Dave indicated, causing pain to shoot across his back. He winced, but succeeded in stifling a moan before he asked, “Is he okay?”




  “He’s doing better. Though not out of the woods yet,” Dave answered before his mien turned critical. “You scared the shit out of us when you passed out. Why the hell didn’t you tell us you were bleeding and about the burns on your back?”




  “Burns?” Max questioned, but now that Dave mentioned it, that explained the heat on his shoulders and the painful sensation. “I had a shirt on … not a sunburn.”




  “No. Not sunburned. You’ve got several blisters. We assume from the radiator fluid spilling on you.”




  A lightbulb went off in Max’s head, recalling the barrage of bullets sent towards the SUV he crawled under. The hot water had stung, but he didn’t think it had burned him badly enough to blister. “I didn’t think it did any damage.”




  “Well, it did. You should’ve mentioned it to us along with the increased blood loss. Remember rule six?” Dave crossed his arms over his chest and glared at Max.




  Unappreciative of the lecture or tone, Max’s hackles rose. Returning the glare, he bit out, “And what would we have done differently if I’d said anything?”




  Grant flipped the curtain aside when he heard Max and Dave’s heated exchange. He stepped around the bed to be in Max’s line of sight. “Nothing. But all the same, I thought we were past hiding your injuries from us.”




  Max deflated, the fight ebbing from him. “I didn’t hide it from you. Yeah, it was uncomfortable when it happened, but I had more important things on my mind.” Max sighed. Saving his team’s lives took precedence over a little hot water spilling on him. “But my hip hurt worse, and I wasn’t paying attention to my back. Later, I chalked it up to sore muscles from my dive over the wall.”




  “Doesn’t explain why you didn’t speak up about the bleeding. We could’ve stopped and stitched the wound,” Dave reiterated.




  Grant chose to de-escalate the issue before his 2IC harangued Max any further, since he possessed information Dave didn’t. “It’s a good thing I didn’t suture the laceration.”




  Dave rounded on the medic. “Why?”




  “Because the doctor wouldn’t have taken X-rays and found the metal fragment in his hip. It’s deep enough that I didn’t see it when I cleaned his wound, and it would’ve caused an infection.”




  “When did you find out about this?” Dave asked.




  “While you went to grab us drinks and check on Rocky.”




  “And you’re just now telling me about it?” Dave turned his ire on Grant as he threw his arms in the air, frustrated by the whole situation. Not only did their comms not work, but the team wasn’t communicating with one another.




  Matching the attitude and adding a touch of sarcasm, Grant declared, “Sorry, been a little busy making sure my best friend didn’t die from heatstroke.”




  Max blanched, worried about Zach. “So, how’s he really doing? Is he going to be alright?”




  Grant focused on Max. “His temp is starting to come down. When he wakes, I’ll be able to assess if any permanent damage was done.” His shoulders sagged, feeling guilty about the lack of care he’d provided to his team. “I should’ve taken Rocky from him sooner.” Grant met Max’s eyes. “And I failed you, too. I’m sorry.”




  “Nothing to be sorry about. You didn’t fail any of us. It was a shitty situation all around,” Max replied.




  All rancor left Dave. He realized his mood was unstable, likely affected by the stress of almost losing both Five and Six, and he took it out on the wrong people. He should’ve reined in his words instead of letting loose on Max and Grant. Needing a short break, he said, “I’m going to update the guys. I’ll be back in a few.”




  After Dave left, Max whispered, “Grant, none of this is your fault. If you’d carried Rocky more, you might’ve succumbed to the heat too, and then you wouldn’t have been able to save Zach. We put a lot on your shoulders. Thanks for everything you do.”




  Grant nodded, appreciating the sentiment, but remained upset with himself. Fortuitously, Dr. Montoya’s approach spared him from making a verbal response.




  “Señor Seis, the nurse informed me you are awake. I’m going to do a short exam, and then I’ll numb your hip and remove the fragment,” Dr. Montoya said in heavily accented English.




  Max peered at Grant, wondering about the moniker, but realizing they wouldn’t give his real name, so Mr. Six it would be for now. “It’s still in there?”




  “Yes. I’m the only surgeon here today, and I had to attend to an emergency C-section first,” Montoya replied.




  Max answered the medical questions posed to him and endured some poking and prodding before a dour-looking nurse appeared with the local anesthetic and suture tray the doctor had requested. He almost declined the numbing medication, but his hip ached like a bitch, so he let the doc inject him.




  When Grant and Montoya stepped away to do a quick check on Zach while the lidocaine took effect, Max glanced around. When his eyes landed on a clock, he couldn’t believe three hours had passed since Zach collapsed.




  The same unfriendly nurse returned to his bedside with a bottle of red Gatorade and offered it to him. Max flashed her a broad grin and said, “Muchas gracias.”




  Rosa’s severity dissipated as she studied the young soldier’s kind face and gorgeous ocean-blue eyes. “No hay de qué estar agradecido,” she said before returning to the nurses’ station.




  Max disagreed with her claim that there was no need to thank her. His throat was parched, and the cold beverage she brought him was pure heaven. He drank half of it before the doctor returned and began the procedure.




  Ten unpleasant minutes later, Max gritted his teeth again as the surgeon dug deep into the wound for the third time, attempting to grasp the piece of metal. Though Montoya had gotten hold of it each time, when he tried to pull it out, the stubborn thing wouldn’t budge. The only thing keeping Max from screaming was a hip-full of lidocaine when Montoya went after it again.




  Grant kept a critical eye on the doctor’s progress and renewed bleeding, not pleased with either. If Montoya failed again, he wanted to take over. Thankfully, on the fourth attempt, Montoya succeeded in removing the shard, much to his and Max’s relief.




  As Montoya irrigated the wound with saline, he said, “The fragment damaged your muscle. Several internal sutures are necessary to create a strong, durable repair. But don’t worry, they’ll be absorbable, so no return visit is required.”




  Though Max wondered how long he’d be sidelined, he didn’t bother asking. He lowered his lashes, waiting for the doctor to start, but jerked them up when a crash came from behind.




  Grant rushed to the other bed and found Zach lying on the floor, with a nurse backing away. “What the hell happened?”




  Rosa shook her head, not understanding as she babbled out in Spanish that she had only been checking his temperature when he startled, tried to get out of bed, and fell.




  Grant also didn’t comprehend, so he knelt beside Zach when he noticed confused, cobalt-blue orbs scanning the area. “Hey, Brother, relax. You’re safe. I’m here. Look at me,” Grant urged as he settled a hand on Zach’s shoulder.




  Dr. Montoya approached to check on his patient as he said, “Rosa said he was startled.”




  Worry for Zach caused Max to disregard the doctor’s directive to stay put. He hissed as he rolled to his burned back so he could turn his head enough to see what was going on. Though he wanted to rise and go over there, he didn’t want to draw Grant’s attention from Zach. So, he silently observed.




  Slowly, Zach focused on the people above him and recognized his teammate. “Where am I?”




  “In a hospital,” Grant supplied, concerned about Zach’s lack of awareness of his location, given the visual clues around him.




  Zach rolled his eyes. “No duh, Dude. Where exactly?”




  Grant grinned. It appeared Zach hadn’t suffered any brain damage from his extended elevated body temperature. “We’re in Delicias, Five. All the guys are here. Doctor Montoya was just about to stitch Six, but you decided to take another header.”




  “Señor Cinco, allow us to put you back in bed,” Montoya said.




  “I got him,” Grant stated.




  Montoya backed off, letting the soldier help his buddy. He waited until the patient was on the gurney before he said, “Get him to take a drink or two while I complete the sutures. Then I’ll be over to examine him.” He then instructed the nurse to bring a cold beverage before returning to Señor Seis.
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Chapter 5
Safety Before Comfort




  Delicias, Mexico – Hospital




  Lockwood strode with purpose, heading for the area where his men waited, accompanied by Kira Draper, Zulu’s logistics specialist, and Colonel Moreno. It had been over five hours since they lost contact with Zulu for the second time. Once he spoke with Moreno, they attempted to contact the pilots to direct them to retrieve the team, but whatever caused the communications outage persisted, and they couldn’t reach either group.




  It wasn’t until Zulu arrived in Delicias that he received a phone call from Marshall. Jake informed him they were at the local hospital because Zulu Five and Six required immediate medical care for an injury and heat exhaustion. Fortunately, Moreno swiftly arranged a flight from Mexico City to Chihuahua City, which had the closest airport to his men.




  The helicopter met them in Chihuahua, where Herrera was transferred to the plane and into the custody of Lieutenant Perez. Herrera would be flown to Mexico City under heavy guard so Farris could interrogate him. Then he, Kira, Moreno, and four of Moreno’s men boarded the helicopter to fly to Delicias.




  Lockwood’s haggard appearance bespoke the tension that enveloped him ever since things went sour at the abandoned iron mine. The uncertainty of his operators’ fate took a toll on him, even though he’d spoken briefly with Jake.




  Although he knew Connors and Stirling required medical attention, Jake called via a public phone. Therefore, he couldn’t provide him with details of their injuries, the state of the other members, or what occurred near Hércules.




  Bryan’s pace quickened upon spying Marshall leaning against an open doorway into a room with a glass window. His master chief appeared dirty and drained, but otherwise unscathed, and he hoped for the same for the remainder of the team.




  At the sound of footsteps, Jake shifted his eyes from the door leading into the ER and spotted Bryan, Kira, and the colonel. He took another sip of Gatorade, needing to rehydrate, and was grateful the medical staff supplied them with the electrolyte beverage and bottled water to replenish lost fluids.




  “How are our boys?” Bryan asked once the trio halted near Zulu’s master chief.




  Jake replied, “Four and Two are watching over Five and Six. As of the last report I received, about half an hour ago, their temperatures are back to normal. Both have been awake and coherent, so it appears there is no lasting damage due to their elevated temps. However, they are exhausted, as expected, given the stress their bodies endured.




  “The surgeon removed shrapnel from Six’s hip, repaired the cut muscle, and stitched the laceration. They also treated his burned and blistered upper back.”




  Bryan’s brows drew together. “Burns and shrapnel?”




  After Jake glanced around to ensure nobody lurked nearby to eavesdrop, in a hushed volume, he provided a brief explanation of how Max’s injuries occurred.




  Nodding, aware he’d receive a full download in a more secure location, Bryan asked, “What about the rest of you?”




  “We’re tired, but alright,” Jake said, downplaying the level of dehydration and fatigue they all experienced. “But Rocky will be sidelined for several days. His pads are roughed up, and he got a cut on his front paw. Four ensured a doctor cleaned and bandaged his paws properly, even though they weren’t too keen on having a dog in their ER.”




  Three sets of eyes followed Jake’s as they turned to peer into the small waiting room. They found Finn seated on the floor, his back leaning against the wall, as he held a paper cup from which Rocky lapped water.




  Noting Rocky’s wrapped paws, Kira broke away from the men, going straight for Finn and Rocky. She crouched and set a bulky duffel bag and a smaller rucksack on the floor between her and them. Taking her lead from Jake not to use their names, she said, “I brought what One requested for Rocky.”




  “Thanks.” Finn reached for and unzipped the small backpack. He withdrew two collapsible dishes and a baggie of kibble. He filled the first dish with food, dumped the cup’s contents into the other one, and topped off the vessel using his water bottle before moving both bowls within Rocketeer’s reach so his four-legged teammate wouldn’t have to move.




  “How’d Rocky’s paw get cut? Wasn’t he wearing his special booties?” Kira asked.




  Finn explained, “Five couldn’t find them in his ruck. He was certain he’d packed them, but they weren’t in there. Whiz Kid suggested using gauze and duct tape to make some, but they didn’t last long. Dog Boy decided to carry his partner, which is one reason he overheated. The other is that he gave the bulk of his water to Rocky. We took turns after a while, and when Four was carrying him, he fell, and Rocky landed on a sharp rock.”
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